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[bookmark: _anhpb9ee7hyn]Introduction to Menu Power Words
Menu power words are strategically chosen descriptive terms that influence guest perception, increase perceived value, and drive ordering behavior. In menu engineering, these words serve as psychological triggers that can:
· Increase sales by up to 27% for properly described dishes
· Justify premium pricing through enhanced perceived value
· Guide guests toward high-profit items (your "Stars" and "Plowhorses")
· Reduce decision fatigue by making choices feel more appealing
· Strengthen brand identity through consistent voice and tone
· Improve online visibility through SEO-optimized descriptions on digital menus
[bookmark: _uorrj64zd1q]The Menu Engineering Connection
In menu engineering, items are categorized into four quadrants:
· Stars: High profit, high popularity
· Plowhorses: Low profit, high popularity
· Puzzles: High profit, low popularity
· Dogs: Low profit, low popularity
Power words strategically applied can:
· Transform "Puzzles" into "Stars" by increasing appeal
· Maintain "Star" status through premium positioning
· Revitalize "Dogs" before removal from the menu
· Protect "Plowhorses" from margin erosion
· Create entirely new demand segments through targeted lifestyle language
[bookmark: _pc7tkaogqaqp]The Psychology Behind Menu Power Words
[bookmark: _oyip50l4pg22]Neurological Impact
Menu descriptions activate multiple brain regions:
· Visual cortex: Words like "golden," "rustic," "flame-kissed," "sun-dried," "ember-roasted."
· Sensory cortex: "Crispy," "velvety," "aromatic," "silky," "crackling."
· Memory centers: "Grandmother's recipe," "traditional," "just like you remember."
· Reward pathways: "Indulgent," "decadent," "satisfying," "rich," "luscious."
· Anticipation circuits: "Slow-cooked," "hours in the making," "worth the wait."
[bookmark: _3zbrn9v6ckmp]Psychological Triggers

	Trigger Type
	Mechanism
	Example Words
	Menu Engineering Application

	Sensory Appeal
	Activates taste/texture imagination
	Sizzling, creamy, crispy, crackling
	Increase the appeal of "Puzzle" items

	Social Proof
	Leverages popularity perception
	Signature, famous, award-winning, guest favorite
	Reinforce "Star" positioning

	Scarcity/Exclusivity
	Creates urgency and value
	Limited, seasonal, chef's special, today only
	Justify premium pricing

	Nostalgia/Comfort
	Emotional connection
	Homestyle, traditional, classic, old-world
	Broaden appeal across demographics

	Health Halo
	Guilt-free indulgence
	Fresh, organic, wholesome, clean, nourishing
	Attract health-conscious segments

	Craftsmanship
	Perceived quality
	Handcrafted, artisan, made-to-order, small-batch
	Support premium positioning

	Origin Story
	Provenance and trust
	Farm-to-table, locally sourced, imported, heritage
	Build authenticity credibility

	Adventure/Discovery
	Curiosity and exploration
	Unexpected, inspired by, rare, house specialty
	Appeal to adventurous diners

	Abundance
	Generosity signaling
	Loaded, heaping, overflowing, generous, stacked
	Justify the price of popular items


[bookmark: _2x6t77a80ug0]Categories of Power Words
[bookmark: _ot0kbgze6zrp]1. Sensory & Texture Words
High-Impact Descriptors:
· Crispy/Crunchy: Adds textural appeal, implies freshness
· Velvety/Silky: Suggests luxury and smoothness
· Caramelized: Implies sweetness and proper cooking technique
· Charred/Flame-kissed: Adds smokiness and grill appeal
· Flaky: Perfect for pastries and fish
· Buttery: Universal comfort appeal
· Zesty/Tangy: Adds brightness and freshness
· Pillowy: Implies softness and lightness — ideal for bread, gnocchi, dumplings
· Crackling: More vi.vid than crispy; works especially well for roasted pork, duck skin
· Tender: Implies care in preparation and ease of eating
· Juicy: High appetite appeal, especially for proteins and fruit-forward dishes
· Melting/Fall-apart: Signals slow cooking and ultimate tenderness
· Sticky: Works surprisingly well for ribs, glazes, Asian-style dishes
· Featherlight: Ideal for soufflés, tempura, mousses
· Luscious: Richer than "creamy" — evokes desserts and sauces
· Robust: Signals depth of flavor without implying heaviness
· Bright: Modern culinary term implying acidity and freshness
· Bold: Appeals to guests seeking strong, confident flavors
Menu Engineering Application: Use these to make "Puzzle" items more appealing by adding sensory intrigue. Pair two texture words strategically — "crispy outside, tender within" — to create contrast that activates imagination.
[bookmark: _4n7u9b821vgh]2. Quality & Sourcing Words
Premium Positioning:
· Grass-fed: Justifies higher beef prices
· Wild-caught: Premium seafood positioning
· Organic: Health-conscious appeal
· Locally-sourced: Sustainability and freshness
· Farm-to-table: Freshness and quality story
· Heritage: Implies tradition and superior breeding
· Artisan: Handcrafted quality
· Single-origin: Premium positioning for coffee, chocolate, and specialty ingredients
· Hand-selected: Implies quality control and personal attention
· Small-batch: Signals limited production and elevated care
· Pasture-raised: Strong animal welfare and quality signal for eggs, poultry, and pork
· Day-boat: Premium freshness signal for seafood (fish caught and delivered the same day)
· Heirloom: Works powerfully for tomatoes, grains, and produce — implies rarity
· Estate-grown: Premium signal for olive oil, wine-braised dishes, specialty produce
· Direct-trade: Appeals strongly to ethically minded guests
· Sustainably sourced: Growing importance for environmentally aware diners
· Dry-aged: Signals premium craft for beef and charcuterie
· Reserve: Works for premium cuts and specialty ingredients
Menu Engineering Application: Essential for "Star" items to maintain premium pricing and perceived value. Be specific — "grass-fed Angus" outperforms just "quality beef" every time.
[bookmark: _yu2bbqnq8zpw]3. Preparation & Technique Words
Craftsmanship Indicators:
· Slow-braised: Time and care investment
· Hand-rolled: Personal attention
· Wood-fired: Traditional technique
· Sous-vide: Modern precision
· House-cured: Expertise and time
· Fresh-ground: Made-to-order quality
· Pan-seared: Technique and skill
· Double-smoked: Intensified flavor through an extra process
· Cold-smoked: Delicate technique signal for fish, charcuterie
· Pit-smoked: Low-and-slow authenticity, particularly for BBQ
· Stone-ground: Traditional milling signal for flours, grits, cornmeal
· Butter-basted: Continuous care during cooking — implies richness
· Dry-rubbed: Craft BBQ positioning
· Flash-fried: Speed-and-precision signal; implies crispiness without heaviness
· Open-flame: Primal, elemental appeal
· Cold-pressed: Premium signal for juices and oils
· Fermented: Increasingly appealing to food-forward diners; signals depth and gut health
· Cured in-house: Pr.oprietary process signal
· Twice-cooked: Implies extra layers of technique and texture (e.g., twice-cooked chips, duck)
· Rested: Signals proper technique for proteins; rarely used but effective
Menu Engineering Application: Transform "Dogs" into viable options by highlighting preparation value. Technique words are particularly powerful on proteins — guests cannot see the process, so naming it adds enormous perceived value.
[bookmark: _m4l66r2d5llz]4. Emotional & Experience Words
Connection Builders:
· Comfort: Universal appeal
· Indulgent: Permission to splurge
· Satisfying: Fulfillment promise
· Nostalgic: Memory connection
· Authentic: Genuine experience
· Soulful: Emotional depth
· Hearty: Substantial satisfaction
· Celebratory: Perfect for occasion items and premium upsells
· Soul-warming: Deeper than "warm" — implies emotional restoration
· Restorative: Strong for soups, broths, wellness-oriented dishes
· Unforgettable: Use sparingly and only when the dish truly delivers
· Inviting: Works well for shareable dishes and appetizers
· Generous: Both portion and spirit appeal
· Time-honored: Bridges nostalgia and prestige
· Beloved: Social proof through implied history
· Cherished: Slightly more intimate than "beloved" — works for family recipe narratives.
· Crowd-pleasing: Signals popularity without being generic
· Effortless: For dishes that feel luxuriously simple
Menu Engineering Application: Use for "Plowhorses" to maintain popularity while working on cost optimization. These words also strengthen dessert sales — "indulgent" and "celebratory" outperform purely descriptive language.
[bookmark: _qk3rvcvs8j8z]5. Health & Lifestyle Words
Modern Dietary Needs:
· Protein-packed: Fitness-conscious appeal
· Keto-friendly: Specific diet accommodation
· Gluten-free: Necessity and trend
· Plant-based: Environmental and health consciousness
· Superfood: Nutritional superiority
· Clean: Minimal processing
· Whole30 compliant: Specific program alignment
· Gut-friendly: Emerging wellness trend; applies to fermented, probiotic-rich dishes
· Anti-inflammatory: Strong appeal to health-forward diners
· Nutrient-dense: More sophisticated than "health.y"
· Fiber-rich: Practical health signal
· Low-glycemic: Specific appeal for diabetic-aware and weight-conscious guests
· Dairy-free: Both allergen and lifestyle signal
· Refined sugar-free: Appeals to health-conscious and diabetic guests
· Omega-rich: Premium seafood and seed-based dishes
· Adaptogen-infused: Forward-looking wellness signal for beverages and broths
· Functional: Modern wellness language (pairs well with specific ingredients)
· Mindful: Gentle health positioning without restriction connotations
· Nourishing: Warmer than "healthy" — emotional and physical wellbeing combined
· Energizing: Strong for breakfast and lunch items
Menu Engineering Application: Create new "Stars" by tapping into health-conscious market segments. Note that health words must match the actual preparation — mislabeling erodes trust rapidly.
[bookmark: _n8sfq47g1zaj]6. Exclusivity & Signature Words
Unique Positioning:
· Signature: House specialty
· Chef's special: Expertise and creativity
· Limited edition: Scarcity appeal
· Seasonal: Timely and fresh
· House-made: Proprietary recipe
· Secret recipe: Mystery and tradition
· Award-winning: Third-party validation
· One-of-a-kind: Strong exclusivity signal — use only once per menu
· Reserve: Works for premium proteins and aged ingredients
· Chef's table exclusive: Ultra-premium positioning
· Only available here: Direct exclusivity claim — very powerful when true
· Chef's obsession: Personality-driven positioning, humanizes the kitchen
· Cult favorite: Social proof through loyalty narrative
· Our most requested: Social proof through demand
· Off-menu classic: Creates insider appeal
· Kitchen staple: Implies the dish is so good the team eats it too
Menu Engineering Application: Elevate "Puzzles" to "Star" status through exclusivity positioning. These words work best when paired with a genuine story — guests are increasingly skeptical of hollow claims.
[bookmark: _br2awdgkbhaa]7. Origin & Provenance Words
Guests increasingly want to know where their food comes from. Origin words build trust, justify premium pricing, and create memorable stories around dishes.
Geographic & Cultural Anchors:
· Imported: Signals authenticity for ingredients used out of origin
· Calabrian: Specific regional Italian reference — much stronger than just "Italian."
· Oaxacan-style: Implies depth of tradition for Mexican dishes
· Burgundy-braised: Wine-region specificity elevates the dish
· San Marzano: Specific tomato variety with enormous brand recognition
· Wagyu: Country/region-specific beef with premium global recognition
· Aged in Kentucky bourbon barrels: Hyper-specific provenance for sauces and BBQ
· Shipped direct from [specific farm/region]: Strongest possible provenance claim
· Made with [local farm name]'s produce: Name-drops build community and credibility
Actionable Provenance Phrases:
· "From our farm partner in the Karoo."
· "Imported directly from Naples."
· "Aged for 60 days in our curing room."
· "Named after the fishing village where this recipe originated."
Menu Engineering Application: Origin words are especially powerful for ethnic restaurants, farm-to-table concepts, and premium steakhouses. The more specific the origin claim, the more credibility it carries — and the harder it is for competitors to copy.
[bookmark: _p9feid6sm9ys]8. Temperature & Contrast Words (New Category)
Contrast is one of the most underused tools in menu writing. Describing opposing sensations in a single dish dramatically increases appetite appeal.
Temperature & Contrast Descriptors:
· Warm and cool: e.g., "warm chocolate torte with cold cream."
· Hot and cold: Creates immediate appetite intrigue
· Chilled to perfection: Premium readiness signal for seafood, desserts
· Served tableside: Theater and experience
· Piping hot: Freshness and comfort
· Ice-cold: Refreshment appeal for beverages and chilled dishes
· Room temperature: Suggests intentional serving method (e.g., premium charcuterie)
· Smoked and chilled: Contrast sophistication
Contrast Pairings That Work:
· Crispy/creamy
· Smoky/sweet
· Salty/honeyed
· Bright/rich
· Delicate/bold
· Warm/bright
Menu Engineering Application: Contrast language is particularly effective for desserts and composed dishes. A "warm sticky toffee pudding with cold vanilla bean cream" consistently outperforms "sticky toffee pudding with cream" in ordering frequency.
[bookmark: _q2plqaywbt2m]9. Storytelling & Heritage Words
Modern diners respond powerfully to narrative. Dishes with a story attached are perceived as more valuable and more memorable.
Narrative Anchors:
· "A recipe passed down through three generations."
· "Inspired by our chef's travels through [region]."
· "Born from a happy kitchen accident."
· "The dish that started it all"
· "A Sunday tradition, now on the menu"
· "As served in the original family restaurant."
· "Perfected over twenty years."
· "Our take on a regional classic"
Effective Storytelling Words:
· Inspired, rooted, born, discovered, revived, reimagined, celebrated, time-tested, legendary, storied, beloved
Menu Engineering Application: Story language pairs best with "Signature" and "Chef's Special" items. A one-sentence story in a menu description can increase ordering frequency significantly — people eat the narrative as much as the dish. Keep stories honest and specific; vague claims undermine credibility.
[bookmark: _wlggcum9ttk4]10. Abundance & Value Words
Especially important for casual dining, family restaurants, and value-positioned concepts.
· Loaded: Implies generous toppings or add-ons
· Overflowing: Strong visual abundance signal
· Stacked: Works for burgers, pancakes, sandwiches
· Heaping: Classic comfort appeal
· Double: Straightforward but effective
· Generous pour: Beverage and broth positioning
· Family-style: Sharing and abundance
· Bottomless: Drives perceived value
· Refillable: Value signal for sides and beverages
· Extra thick: Milkshakes, steaks, sandwiches
· Half-pound, full pound: Specific weight claims reduce ambiguity and increase confidence
[bookmark: _48ibq7l228w0]Strategic Implementation
[bookmark: _k5z0aranfdwn]The Power Word Hierarchy
1. Primary Power Word (in dish name): Maximum impact descriptor
2. Secondary Power Words (in description): Supporting sensory and sourcing detail
3. Tertiary Elements (subtle integration): Brand voice consistency and storytelling
4. Contrast Element (recommended addition): One tension or opposition that engages imagination
[bookmark: _arqzqf5n4gok]Formula for Menu Descriptions
Basic Structure: [Preparation Method] + [Quality Indicator] + [Main Ingredient] + [Sensory Descriptor] + [Accompaniments] + [Emotional Trigger]
Advanced Structure (recommended): [Preparation Method] + [Quality Indicator] + [Main Ingredient] + [Sensory Contrast] + [Accompaniments] + [Origin or Story Note] + [Emotional Trigger]
Example (basic): Wood-fired organic salmon with crispy skin, served over quinoa pilaf — a satisfying, healthful choice.
Example (advanced): Slow-roasted free-range chicken, burnished skin crackling over lemon-herb jus, served with hand-rolled gnocchi from a recipe the chef has kept for twenty years.
[bookmark: _le2bzmigqp0y]Dish Naming Conventions
High-Profit Items (Stars/Puzzles):
· Use 2–3 power words maximum
· Lead with the strongest differentiator
· Include technique or sourcing when premium
· Add a one-line story where possible
Popular Items (Stars/Plowhorses):
· Emphasize familiarity with a twist
· Use comfort/nostalgia words
· Maintain a recognizable base name
· Add one upgrade word to justify any price movement
[bookmark: _5o2iswfv8uge]Example Transformations
	Original
	Engineered Version
	Power Words Used
	Expected Impact

	Grilled Chicken
	Herb-Crusted Free-Range Chicken
	Herb-crusted, free-range
	15–20% price increase

	Chocolate Cake
	Decadent Triple-Chocolate Torte
	Decadent, triple-chocolate
	25% sales increase

	Fish Tacos
	Blackened Mahi-Mahi Street Tacos
	Blackened, street-style
	Transform the puzzle into a star

	Burger
	Double-Smash Dry-Aged Patty with Secret Sauce
	Double-smash, dry-aged, secret
	Justify premium pricing

	Caesar Salad
	House-Anchored Caesar, Shaved Parmesan, Hand-Torn Croutons
	House-anchored, hand-torn
	Perceived value increase

	Cheesecake
	Whipped New York-Style Cheesecake, Graham Butter Crust
	Whipped, New York-style
	Move from dog to puzzle



[bookmark: _e2j8gyys2tn1]Menu Engineering Applications
[bookmark: _k62bod8g67wp]Stars (High Profit, High Popularity)
Objective: Maintain position and maximize revenue.
Power Word Strategy:
· Use premium positioning words
· Emphasize unique preparation methods
· Highlight quality sourcing
· Maintain exclusivity language
· Add a brief origin story if authentic
Example: "Our Signature Wagyu Beef Tenderloin — hand-cut daily, butter-basted and perfectly seared, finished with truffle butter from our kitchen partner in Périgord."
[bookmark: _xks7uvr9n8lq]Plowhorses (Low Profit, High Popularity)
Objective: Increase profitability without losing popularity.
Power Word Strategy:
· Emphasize value and satisfaction
· Use comfort/familiar language
· Highlight generous portions
· Focus on emotional appeal
· Introduce a small premium upgrade word to justify a slight price movement
Example: "Hearty Homestyle Meatloaf — crafted just like mom's, served with creamy mashed potatoes and a rich slow-simmered gravy."
[bookmark: _ldn8yxdw7xbt]Puzzles (High Profit, Low Popularity)
Objective: Increase appeal and ordering frequency.
Power Word Strategy:
· Use intriguing sensory words
· Emphasize unique preparation
· Create an exclusivity appeal
· Add storytelling elements
· Use contrast language to activate imagination
Example: "Chef's Signature Duck Confit — slowly braised for 24 hours until fall-apart tender, finished with crackling skin and a bright cherry gastrique. A kitchen obsession, finally on the menu."
[bookmark: _1o2qdxxq4483]Dogs (Low Profit, Low Popularity)
Objective: Improve both metrics or remove.
Power Word Strategy:
· Complete repositioning with strong power words
· Emphasize health benefits if applicable
· Use seasonal/limited-time language
· Focus on the value proposition
· Consider renaming entirely — sometimes a fresh name removes negative ordering history.
Example: "Garden-Fresh Quinoa Bowl — protein-packed superfood medley with seasonal roasted vegetables, house-pickled red onion, and a bright lemon-tahini dressing."
[bookmark: _dybl91lijrxh]Industry-Specific Power Word Libraries
[bookmark: _ls8ufexama38]Fine Dining
Preferred: Artisanal, curated, refined, elevated, sophisticated, hand-selected, exclusive, masterfully exquisite, composed, precise, inspired, ethereal, restrained, nuanced, umami-rich, layered
Avoid: Cheap, basic, simple, regular, normal, awesome, loaded, heaping, massive
[bookmark: _w0qz2qvjo2fg]Casual Dining
Preferred: Hearty, satisfying, generous, fresh, homestyle, comfort, classic, favorite, loaded, stacked, crowd-pleasing, real, honest, big
Avoid: Pretentious terms, overly technical language, French culinary terms without explanation
[bookmark: _twgremfq33tk]Fast-Casual
Preferred: Fresh, bold, zesty, craveable, wholesome, clean, energizing, satisfying, grab-and-go, customizable, real ingredients, made to order, packed
Avoid: Overly complex descriptions, time-intensive preparation terms, fine dining vocabulary
[bookmark: _m1ac2nddispr]Ethnic Restaurants
Preferred: Authentic, traditional, time-honored, family recipe, imported, native, genuine, heritage, regional, generations-old, hand-ground, fermented in-house
Avoid: "Exotic," "weird," "strange," "fusion-style" (unless that is genuinely the concept), vague country-wide labels when a specific region is more accurate
My recommendation: Be as geographically specific as possible. "Sichuan peppercorn" outperforms "Chinese spice." "Oaxacan mole" outperforms "Mexican sauce." Specificity reads as expertise.
[bookmark: _wle6pcnyyap1]Health-Focused
Preferred: Nourishing, wholesome, energizing, clean, pure, natural, vibrant, revitalizing, mindful, gut-friendly, anti-inflammatory, functional, restorative, nutrient-dense
Avoid: Indulgent, guilty pleasure, decadent, heavy, rich (in excess)
[bookmark: _2wtdcitizjyq]Breakfast & Brunch
Preferred: Fluffy, golden, stacked, slow-poured, free-range, fresh-squeezed, house-smoked, butter-basted, crispy-edged, single-origin, stone-ground, sunrise, morning ritual, weekend-worthy
Avoid: Rushed language, "quick," overly clinical descriptions
[bookmark: _6h92ralimxkt]BBQ & Smokehouse
Preferred: Pit-smoked, low-and-slow, bark-crusted, smoke-kissed, fall-off-the-bone, dry-rubbed, 12-hour, rendered, charred, competition-style, wood-fired, basted
Avoid: "Grilled" (implies speed, not smoke), generic terms that don't distinguish your process
[bookmark: _4ihz8oyh8wrb]Bakery & Café
Preferred: Freshly milled, stone-ground, slow-fermented, laminated, hand-folded, long-proofed, golden-crusted, butter-rich, crackle-top, just-baked, made this morning, seasonal
Avoid: "Baked fresh daily" (overused to the point of meaninglessness — be more specific)
[bookmark: _bcgi6s2xnsvv]Common Mistakes to Avoid
[bookmark: _f17l4q4gi2rj]1. Overuse and Clutter
Wrong: "Amazing, incredible, super-delicious, mouth-watering, fantastic grilled chicken." Right: "Herb-marinated free-range chicken breast, golden-crisped and rested."
[bookmark: _y4et0a4liucc]2. Mismatch with Reality
Wrong: Describing a frozen patty as "hand-formed artisan burger." Right: Honest descriptors that match actual preparation. Trust is harder to rebuild than to keep.
[bookmark: _ifnu4ifvpojr]3. Inconsistent Brand Voice
Wrong: Mixing "artisanal" with "awesome" on the same menu. Right: Consistent tone throughout the entire menu — choose a register and stay in it
[bookmark: _xzrur9jp013s]4. Meaningless Buzzwords
Wrong: "Nice," "good," "tasty," "delicious" Right: Specific, descriptive terms that add sensory or sourcing value
[bookmark: _l2oakiq94uln]5. Cultural Insensitivity
Wrong: "Exotic," "weird," "strange." Right: "Authentic," "traditional," "heritage."
[bookmark: _46hl7xfecyi3]6. Overusing "Award-Winning."
Wrong: Seven items on one menu are described as "award-winning." Right: Reserve this for one or two items with verifiable, named awards — otherwise it reads as meaningless decoration
[bookmark: _oz8ie6t3uy4]7. Ignoring the Verb
Wrong: "Chicken with herbs and lemon." Right: "Herb-roasted chicken, brightened with preserved lemon." The verb — roasted, braised, seared, whipped — does enormous work. Never neglect it.
[bookmark: _3asv23evq5gj]8. Writing for the Printer, Not the Guest
Wrong: Technical preparation notes that the kitchen staff would write. Right: Sensory-led descriptions that make the guest feel something before they order
[bookmark: _4t1i2meospyk]9. One-Size-Fits-All Language
Wrong: Using the same vocabulary for your $12 burger and your $45 wagyu. Right: Calibrate your power words to the price point and guest expectation of each section
[bookmark: _ldzydkwkklmg]10. Neglecting Section Headers
Wrong: "Starters," "Mains," "Desserts" Right: "To Begin," "Something to Share," "Before You Go," "The Main Event" Section headers are the first power words guests encounter. They set the emotional tone for the entire section below them.
[bookmark: _z0j84fvo19r9]Measuring Success
[bookmark: _85lk4ys7ninv]Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)
1. Sales Velocity: Items sold per day/week
2. Revenue Impact: Total revenue per menu item
3. Profit Margin: Actual vs. projected profitability
4. Customer Satisfaction: Reviews mentioning specific dishes by name
5. Server Recommendations: Staff-recommended items (train staff to use power words verbally)
6. Abandonment Rate (digital menus): Items viewed but not ordered — a high rate signals weak description
7. Attachment Rate: Frequency of add-ons and upgrades — power words on add-on descriptions drive this
[bookmark: _qsljnv2i8g8p]A/B Testing Methods
Split Menu Testing:
· Test different descriptions for the same item
· Monitor sales data over 2–4 week periods
· Compare revenue and profitability
· Test one variable at a time — change only the description, not placement or pricing simultaneously
Seasonal Rotation:
· Introduce power word versions during slow periods
· Measure impact on overall sales
· Track customer feedback
[bookmark: _krbf36ka6t12]Data Collection Tools
· POS System Analytics: Track item performance
· Customer Surveys: Direct feedback on menu appeal
· Server Feedback: Front-line insights on customer reactions
· Social Media Monitoring: Online mentions and reviews — dishes tagged on Instagram have measurable pull
· Heatmapping (digital menus): Track where eyes and clicks go on online ordering platforms
[bookmark: _1b6tqwx35qz3]Advanced Techniques
[bookmark: _d8j56wo976ii]Psychological Pricing Integration
Combine power words with strategic pricing:
· "$24" feels less expensive than "$24.00."
· End prices in 5, 7, or 9 for different psychological effects
· Use power words to justify price points — a described dish can support a higher price than a plain one
· Remove currency symbols in fine dining contexts to reduce price salience
[bookmark: _vbv8j9xpd276]Menu Layout Optimization
· Place power word items in the "golden triangle" (top right, top left, and center of the menu)
· Use power words in section headers — not just dish names
· Create a visual hierarchy with power word emphasis
· Use box callouts or icons to signal "Chef's Pick" or "Guest Favorite" — the label does work even before the description is read
[bookmark: _j9nzttluqelp]Seasonal Power Wor.d Rotation
· Spring: Fresh, vibrant, new, light, garden, bright, emerging, tender
· Summer: Grilled, fresh, crisp, chilled, bright, sun-ripened, flame-kissed
· Autumn/Fall: Roasted, warm, comfort, harvest, spiced, golden, slow-cooked, earthy
· Winter: Hearty, warming, rich, satisfying, traditional, braised, mulled, deeply flavored
[bookmark: _i0m8r81vc991]Staff Training Integration
· Train servers to use power words in verbal descriptions — a server who says "it's our most-requested dish" dramatically increases ordering frequency
· Create talking points that emphasize the power of words benefits
· Develop upselling strategies around power word items
· Brief staff on the story behind signature dishes — narrative is contagious
[bookmark: _wvkkmmuvgoex]Digital & Social Media Language
Your menu language must now function in multiple environments beyond the printed page.
[bookmark: _a3gl4jz8m2oq]Online Ordering Platform Language
· Descriptions must work without photos — lean heavily on sensory language
· Lead with the most distinctive ingredient or technique in the first five words — apps often truncate descriptions
· Include dietary identifiers early: "(GF) Crispy free-range chicken thighs…" performs better than burying the tag at the end
· Craveable is the single highest-performing word in delivery app contexts — it signals impulse appeal
[bookmark: _rn781o6hwpy]
[bookmark: _e512hrv0wn3t]SEO-Friendly Power Words for Digital Menus
· Include specific ingredient names (e.g., "San Marzano," "Wagyu," "Impossible Burger")
· Use location-specific sourcing ("Cape Malay-spiced," "Highveld grass-fed")
· Include dietary terms guests search for: "gluten-free," "vegan," "keto."
· Write complete sentences — search algorithms favor descriptive, grammatically correct text
[bookmark: _va484v9d4n0p]Social Media Caption Language
When describing dishes for Instagram, TikTok, or Facebook:
· Obsessed, addicted, you'll dream about this — emotional intensity drives engagement
· Only available until [date] — scarcity creates urgency to visit and share
· You won't find this anywhere else — exclusivity drives organic promotion
· Use the dish's full engineered name, not shorthand — social posts are menu introductions for new guests
[bookmark: _n5j4wffrmyuh]Beverage Power Words
Beverages are the highest-margin category in most restaurants, yet receive the weakest descriptions. This represents a significant untapped opportunity.
[bookmark: _ugh26pdkmdzk]Coffee & Hot Beverages
· Single-origin, micro-lot, shade-grown, direct-trade — specialty coffee language
· Hand-poured, slow-drip, cold-brewed, bloom-and-pour technique language
· Velvety, smooth, bright, chocolate notes, caramel finish, fruit-forward — tasting language
[bookmark: _hbggarx96iq5]Cocktails & Mocktails
· House-made syrup, barrel-aged, smoke-infused, bitters-forward, garden-fresh
· Botanically inspired, orchard-pressed, foraged, stirred low-and-slow
· Session, sessionable — growing trend word for lighter ABV options
· Zero-proof, spirit-free — preferred over "mocktail" in premium contexts
· Complex, layered, approachable, unexpected — personality words for cocktails
[bookmark: _f5azw2hovkfh]Wine & Beverage List
· Cellar-selected, sommelier's pick, small-producer, natural, biodynamic, low-intervention
· Food-forward, versatile pairing, structured, generous finish
· Specific tasting notes outperform generic descriptors: "stone fruit and toasted oak" beats "full-bodied red."
[bookmark: _tinfqbwjjui1]Dietary & Allergen Communication
Clear dietary communication is no longer optional — it is a critical trust and safety tool that also drives ordering confidence.
[bookmark: _jtrhiregzaqv]Best Practice Language
· Lead with the positive: "Naturally gluten-free" outperforms "Contains no gluten."
· "Can be made vegan on request" converts guests who might otherwise skip an item
· Use parenthetical tags cleanly: (V) (GF) (DF) at the end of a dish name
· Create a simple legend at the bottom of the menu — one reading, not repeated on every item
[bookmark: _tayj68u463c]Allergen-Positive Language
· Nut-free kitchen — an important signal for allergic guests
· Prepared in a dedicated gluten-free area — higher trust than just "gluten-free."
· Please ask your server about allergens — legal safety and hospitality combined
[bookmark: _s91qwl979p7l]Dietary Identity Words by Segment
	Segment
	Preferred Terms

	Vegan
	Plant-based, animal-free, 100% plant, cruelty-free

	Vegetarian
	Meat-free, garden, vegetable-forward

	Gluten-free
	Naturally GF, certified GF, GF kitchen

	Low-carb/Keto
	Carb-conscious, keto-friendly, low-glycemic

	Paleo
	Grain-free, ancestral, whole-food

	Halal/Kosher
	Certified Halal, Kosher-certified — never use loosely



[bookmark: _gr5imyrclc0f]Occasion & Daypart Language
The same dish can be repositioned simply by emphasizing when and why to eat it.
[bookmark: _knsuyd94fjiq]Daypart Language
· Breakfast: "The perfect start," "morning ritual," "weekend slow-down," "fuel your morning."
· Lunch: "Midday escape," "quick and satisfying," "power lunch," "the desk-worthy option."
· Dinner: "Unwind with," "the evening's centerpiece," "worth dressing up for," "share with someone."
· Late night: "The after-show staple," "comfort after midnight, no judgment needed."
[bookmark: _ajdoedr4t2nf]Occasion Language
· Date night: "Made for sharing," "intimate," "conversation-worthy."
· Celebration: "Worth celebrating," "mark the occasion with."
· Solo dining: "A treat for one," "your table, your rules."
· Business lunch: "Impressive without the fuss," "table-ready in minutes."
[bookmark: _iavsrzmhyyuy]Conclusion
Menu power words are not just marketing fluff — they are strategic tools that directly impact your bottom line. When properly implemented as part of a comprehensive menu engineering strategy, they can:
· Increase average check size by 15–25%
· Improve profit margins on existing items
· Successfully introduce new high-margin items
· Strengthen brand positioning and customer loyalty
· Reduce reliance on discounting by making full-price items feel worth it
· Extend your menu's life by refreshing items seasonally without changing the kitchen
The key is an authentic, strategic application that aligns with your brand voice and delivers on the promises made. Start with your "Puzzle" items — those high-profit dishes that aren't selling well — and use power words to transform them into "Stars."
My strongest recommendation: Start with your verbs. Most menus neglect them entirely. The difference between "Chicken Thigh with Herbs" and "Slow-Roasted Chicken Thigh, Herb-Crisped and Rested" is the difference between a dish that gets skipped and one that gets ordered. Before reviewing a single noun or adjective on your menu, audit every verb — or the absence of one.
The best power words are those that accurately describe your food while creating emotional connections with your guests. When done right, they make the difference between a menu that lists food and one that sells experiences.
This guide is designed to be a living document. Update your power word strategies based on customer feedback, sales data, and evolving food trends to maintain maximum effectiveness.
Extended and upgraded from the original Menu Power Words Guide for Restaurants. New categories added: Origin & Provenance Words, Temperature & Contrast Words, Storytelling & Heritage Words, Abundance & Value Words, Digital & Social Media Language, Beverage Power Words, Dietary & Allergen Communication, and Occasion & Daypart Language.
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